CLARETIAN BISHOP FIGHTS 
OFF BRAZILIAN ARMY 


The world press has begun to take note of 
the courageous stand of Claretian bishop 
Pedro Casaldaliga and his associates against 
the repressive regime in Brazil. 

According to the New York Times, Bishop 
Casaldaliga and other church leaders are 
fighting to defend Indians, rural workers, and 
squatters in the Amazon region against large 
landowners and agricultural companies. 

Not many years ago, when the vast jungle 

territory appeared to have little value, 
pioneering Brazilians drifted in to dispossess 
the Indians and cut clearings for primitive 
agriculture. 
Government attempts to develop the 
Amazon in recent years encouraged thou- 
sands of new migrants, but “the authorities 
were swamped by the migration and were 
unable to provide schools and basic needs, 
let alone jobs.” 

The state of Mato Grosso then sold the 
land to companies interested in stock breed- 
ing, paying little attention to the pioneers 
or the Indians who might be living on it. 

Church leaders hope to unscramble the sit- 


uation fairly for all. Their policy calls for a land re- 
form program making land available to present 
residents while discouraging further migration until 
minimum facilities—sanitation, housing, schools— 
can be built. 

Meanwhile, the fazendeiros (plantation owners) 
began calling on Brazil’s army to evict the squatters. 

Le Monde, the liberal daily newspaper published 
in Paris, reported that the “soldiers discovered a 
formidable enemy in the person of the bishop of 
São Felix, Dom Pedro Casaldaliga. A Catalan, he 
came to São Felix in 1970 and is a member of the 
so-called radical wing of the church. 

“In only a few years he has managed to tackle 
some of the trontier’s worst problems: prositution, 
corruption of the Indians, eviction of the squatters, 
semi-enslavement ‘of farm workers. In 1971 he 
issued a pastoral letter in which he suggested a ‘‘de- 
mythification” of private property. This was suffi- 
cient to spur the authorities to active vigilance. 

“In 1973 his house was surrounded and searched. 
He end his staff—20 or so priests, nuns, and lay 
people—were questioned and some were beaten. 
The nuns’ infirmary was declared iliegal and re- 
placed by a medical station; and teachers at the 
diocesan school were submitted to all kinds of threats 
and pressures. 

“Dom Pedro answered by sending off reports to 
the Sao Paulo archdiocese spiced with this ‘revolu- 


tionary’ slogan: ‘How wonderful to be persecuted for 
the sake of the Gospel!” ” 

The police raids inspired folk songs in the region 
and a sort of nonviolent resistance sprang up, sup- 
ported by the resources and moral authority of the 
church. 

The army had to back off. In fact, the army’s 
social services division started providing dentists, 
hygienisis, and agricultural instructors, along with 
free fertilizer and tools to defuse the tension in the 


villages. 
“The priests, however, remain a more effective 
presence... than the army,” says Le Monde. 


As for the 160,000 Indians of the Amazon region, 
a workable long-term policy is less clear. One ap- 
proach, being followed with the Tapirape tribe, is to 
provide a permanent contact with civilization 
screened through a station provided by the National 
Indian Foundation, managed by three nuns and a 
vrench priest. : 

The station has protected the Tapirapes from 
alcohol and the demoralization that usually comes 
to primitive cultures on contact with white civili- 
zation. The nuns do not attempt to convert them to 
Christianity. Instead, being trained nurses, they 
help protect the Indians from succumbing to 
“white”? diseases. The nuns also have curbed the 
traditional customs of letting old people die and 
killing offspring after the third child. 

The tribe has been taught how to care for a com- 
munity herd of cows, and to defend its land from 
neighboring plantations. Unlike many other tribes, 
the Tapirapes continue their traditional life and have 
grown in number from about 50 in 1949 to 120. 
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